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BLACK AS ME: NARRATIVE IDENTITY

FRANÇOISE BAYLIS

ABSTRACT

This commentary responds to genetic testing of African ancestry through
a series of personal narratives that reveal a complex, intimate, and indi-
vidualised process of identity formation. The author discusses both how
her family and others outside her family have fostered and challenged her
sense of black identity. She concludes by maintaining that racial identity
is not in the genes but in the world in which we live and the stories we
construct and are able to maintain.

For the first time that I can remember, I attend a conference and
say nothing. For two days I sit in the audience and never go to
the microphone to speak. Not because I do not have anything to
say, but because I am convinced that what I have to say will not
be heard, or worse, will be dismissed as irrelevant. At a personal
level, I do not want to risk being told that I do not know what 
I am talking about. At a political level, I do not want to have
someone say to me that I have no right to speak for ‘others.’

It is June 2002, and I am at a conference in the United States
on the implications of using DNA testing to trace the genetic
ancestry of African Americans.1 A majority of the audience and
the speakers are African American, but there are also Blacks from
the Caribbean and from Africa, and there are a few white faces.

From what I can understand, there is disagreement among
African Americans about the personal and political value of
tracing one’s genetic heritage. Many speak poignantly about the
need to ‘fill a void’ and they seem persuaded of the benefits of
using genetic technology to reclaim a history and identity erased
by the slave trade. Their hope is that with genetic testing they will
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be able to re-story their lives in a way that ties them to a once
proud people somewhere in Africa. Other African Americans
insist that DNA testing for genealogical purposes cannot address
the malaise or redress the injustices experienced by some among
them.

People from the Caribbean, now living in the United States, are
somewhat more guarded in their contributions to the debate.
They do not have a similar experience of a void that needs to be
filled, and yet it would appear that they do not want to contest
what is clearly a significant issue for some of their brothers and
sisters in the black community. Some hypothesise that their
limited enthusiasm for genetic ancestry tracing may be because
their history, with colonisation, slavery, and its eventual aboli-
tion, is very different. Moreover, they have a lived experience that
moves beyond oppression and marginalisation, and includes
responsible government where black men and women occupy a
majority of the seats in their national legislatures.

People from Africa have yet another perspective. They 
worry about any initiative that risks re-igniting tribalism if African
Americans were to discover their ancestral roots in particular
African tribes and begin to embrace and affirm certain racial
ethnic categories.

I am a Canadian of Caribbean descent; my mother is from 
Barbados (my father is from England). I have a white face; and
truth be told, a white body too. The fact is, however, that I am
Black. How do I know? My mother told me so.

MY MOTHER TOLD ME SO: 
EARLY IDENTITY-FORMING BELIEFS

What can it mean, in the face of pigmentation to the contrary, for
me to assert with confidence that I am Black?

There are many ways of understanding racial identity. For
some, racial identity is a fairly stable aspect of an individual’s per-
sonality, for others it is a developmental process influenced by
environmental and personal factors (including individual attrib-
utes and personal life experiences). My own view is that lived
experience inexorably shapes racial identity. Who I am is both a
function of how I live in the world and engage with others, and
how I ‘come to describe, explain, or otherwise account for the
world in which [I] live.’2 It is clear to me that my racial identity
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as a black person was (and is) carefully constructed for and by
me. Along with Habermas, I believe that the development of 
personal identity and the maintenance of personal integrity are
dependent upon interpersonal relations with others. Social inter-
subjective relations and, in particular, networks of relations of
mutual recognition allow the self to emerge and over time help
to stabilise the self.3

My aunts and uncles on my mother’s side (their children and
their children’s children) are every shade of black. The spectrum
is so great that at times there have been questions about infidelity.
As we all know, however, when the genes are reshuffled during
fertilisation there is no colour control. From an early age my
mother taught me: before you marry be sure to tell your future
husband you are Black because you can never know what you will
get. Significantly, this lesson was not so much necessary because
I was Black, but because others could not easily guess this from
my skin colour. The fact is, I was constantly reminded to tell every-
one that I was Black, to avoid a situation where someone I thought
was my friend might later discover this dark secret and decide that
we could not possibly be friends. Better to lose potential friends
than to have ‘real’ friends turn out to be ‘false’ friends. In self-
defence I learned at a very early age to greet people with ‘Hello
my name is Françoise, I’m Black.’ I only stopped doing this in 
my mid-teens when a close friend told me this was really very 
tiresome . . . For some this anecdote will seem quite entertaining.
But for me it is not in the realm of the amusing. Building a black
identity is hard work when you have white skin.

There are things, however, that I can laugh about. When I was
in my mid-twenties, my parents moved to Montreal. They bought
an older home that needed to be renovated. One day my younger
brother and I went to the paint store for supplies. Unbeknownst
to us, while we were there my mother called the store to add a
few items to our shopping list. When we got home, my mother
asked us where we had been. Innocently we replied that we had
been to the paint store. My mother was confused, ‘But I called
the store and asked them if there were two black people there
and they told me “no”.’ To this day I remember saying ‘Mom, look
at us!’ My mother is Black, identifiably so; she never saw any of
her children as other than Black. Some of us were more West
Indian than others, but we were all Black. Or, as my mother used
to say, we were Red. In her youth, my mother would have been
called a red nigger by some.
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In polite company, however, my mother was a Negro woman;
and at one time, in court, she was required to testify to this effect.
In 1964, my mother initiated a court challenge of discrimination
in hiring against Montreal’s Queen Elizabeth Hotel (then oper-
ated by the Hilton chain).4 After submitting her application for
one of the advertised nursing positions, she was told that the
vacancies had been filled: this was not the case, as the position
was subsequently offered to a white nurse. The case was tried 
in 1965, and the Queen Elizabeth Hotel and Hilton were found
guilty of contravening the 1964 Act Respecting Discrimination in
Employment. For the next 11 years the hotels appealed the deci-
sion, seeking to have the conviction overturned. In 1977, the 
original decision was upheld by the Quebec Superior Court. The
Hilton had to pay the minimum fine of $25 dollars (the maximum
fine was $100). I was three-and-a-half years old when this case
started. I was a fifteen-year-old teenager when the reporters
arrived at the house to take the final pictures for an article report-
ing that the case had finally been settled. I still remember the
floral print on the shirt my mother wore that day, and how she
posed for the camera in front of our fireplace.

In my view, there are multiple ways in which I ‘own’ my black
identity. There is my genetic identity, as affirmed by my risk for
sickle cell disease (for which I was tested as a young child); my
ethnic and cultural identity which includes self-proclaimed mem-
bership in the black community, participation in certain cultural
events (e.g., Caribana, Jump-up) and eating certain foods (e.g.,
flying fish, cou-cou with okra, breadfruit); and lastly, there is my
stakeholder identity as the daughter of a Black woman who has
considerable personal experience with racism and discrimina-
tion.5 All of this contributes to a rich and, for me, personally com-
pelling narrative identity. My life is a collection of stories (mine
and those of significant others) that tells me where I am from,
where I have been and where I am going. My true self is the one
who senses and understands the meaning and responsibility 
of these stories – stories that are ‘acquired, refined, revised, 
displaced, and replaced’6 over time through introspection and
continued lived experience.
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OTHERS TOLD ME ‘NO’: 
LATER IDENTITY-FORMING EVENTS

My racial identity is something that I negotiate and re-story on a
regular basis. This re-storying takes place in what is sometimes an
intimate and sometimes a forlorn space between myself and others
– or in more academic terms, ‘between personal agency or self-
construction and social discourse within a larger contextual setting.’7

In my early twenties I travelled through Europe. At some point
I decided to take a trip to the (former) Soviet Union. I ended up
sitting on the plane next to two white women from Zimbabwe (the
former Rhodesia). They were speaking in derogatory terms of the
black community in their country. After a few minutes I inter-
rupted them to tell them that I was Black and that I found their
conversation offensive. They did not respond to the rebuke, but
rather sought to contest the claim that I was Black. The conver-
sation went something like this. ‘You’re not Black.’ ‘Yes I am.’ ‘But
you can’t be.’ ‘Why not, what do think makes someone Black?’ A
long discussion ensued and ended with them making the state-
ment, ‘Well you’re not like all the others Blacks.’ Racism abounds.

More than ten years later, I held a faculty position at the Uni-
versity of Tennessee, Knoxville. Periodically I had to fill out Uni-
versity forms that asked me to identify my race. As the daughter
of an interracial couple, I always checked the box labelled ‘other.’
I did not select the race box for African Americans because I do
not self-identify as African American; I am Black. Also, I had made
a political decision at the time not to identify myself to the admin-
istration as Black, because I did not want them to be able to count
me as a minority hire. The University was under a 1984 court
desegregation order that required the institution to reach specific
targets in the hiring of minorities as well as in the number of
minority students enrolled.8 Hiring me, a person who looked
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white, as an African American was not going to further the goal
of promoting colour-blindness through colour-consciousness.
The forms that I dutifully completed every term always came back
the following term pre-printed with me identified as Caucasian
(perhaps someone thought they were doing me a favour). I con-
tested this reclassification and, to say the least, this caused con-
fusion on the part of some and anger on the part of others.
Eventually there was a call from someone in upper administration
to explain to me that ‘other’ was a temporary category and that
I had to be moved into a ‘legitimate’ race box. I explained that I
was confused and did not know which box I should pick. I told
the person on the end of the phone line that I was half White and
half Black. He confidently asserted that I was Black. To show him
the error of his ways, I next told him that I had made a mistake
and that I was half Black and half Chinese. I asked him if he was
still sure that I was Black. He hung up the phone.

To these stories many more could be added to illustrate the
point that a proud and robust racial identity is not to be found in
our DNA, but in the world in which we live and in the stories we
are able to construct and sustain (with or without genetic infor-
mation). In 2002, the inaugural edition of Who’s Who in Black
Canada9 was published and I was included among the original 700
entrants. I remember receiving the email asking for permission
to include my biography. My initial thought was ‘Have they seen
a picture of me?’ I read the message again. It clearly explained
that they had collected information about me from my university
website,10 which includes a picture of me. Few will understand the
feelings I experienced – I was being accepted (at least by some)
as a member of the black community. In jest, a close friend asked,
‘Who’s White in Black Canada?’

SLAVERY AND ME: MY PEDIGREE

Barbados was colonised by the British in 1627. Though there is
archaeological evidence that the island was previously populated
by Arawak and later by Caribe Indians, at the time the British
settled the island there were no inhabitants. The first white set-
tlers arrived with a few black people they had captured from a
Portuguese vessel, whom they immediately categorised as English
slaves. In the following years, slaves were routinely brought to 
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Barbados from Africa to work on the plantations and specifically
to cut the sugar cane. This practice continued until the early
1800s, at which time interest in the purchase of African born
slaves was considerably diminished – there being enough 
Barbadian born slaves who were considered much less rebellious
than their captured brethren. Indeed, an African born enslaved
man, Bussa, is credited with initiating the (failed) 1816 slave 
rebellion. Slavery was finally abolished in Barbados in 1834. My
ancestors would have been among those freed at this time.

My mother, Gloria Leon Baylis (née Clarke) was born in 
Barbados in 1927. Her mother (my grandmother), Antoinette
Margaret Clarke (née Miller) was born in 1906 in New York of
Barbadian parents who returned to the island shortly after her
birth. From the age of three my grandmother lived in Barbados.
She married a Barbadian, Reynold Livingston Leon Clarke also
born in 1906. My grandmother’s mother was Antoinette Carolyn
Miller (née Chase) born in 1883 of Barbadian parents. She was
the daughter of Helen Chase (née Harding) (n.d.) who married
Frederic Chase, son of John Augusta Chase and Joannah (origi-
nal family name unknown), all of whom were Barbadian. Beyond
this, there is no archival or anecdotal information for this branch
of my family tree. I am confident, however, if the information
were available, within a generation or two I would identify
enslaved relatives.

Despite this fact, I have no need for, or interest in, genetic
ancestry tracing. I know that, in terms of genetic diversity, 
all humans are Africans residing either in Africa or in rela-
tively recent exile.11 It just so happens that some of my ancestors
are among the more recent, and most unwilling, exiled 
individuals.

DNA AND THE SELF

We all know that we are so much more than our DNA and yet at
the same time we understand that genetic information has the
power to stabilise or rupture personal (including racial) identi-
ties. This is because of the way in which genetic data about
oneself, one’s family and one’s community influence both inter-
nal and external factors relevant to the construction of self. We
are both who we say we are (based on our own interpretation and
reconstruction of personal stories) and who others will let us be
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(as mediated through historical, social, cultural, political, reli-
gious and other contexts). So it is that the introduction of 
new genetic information into the ongoing process of identity 
formation – which involves a complex interaction between 
‘self’-perception, ‘self’-projection, ‘other’-perception and ‘other’-
reaction – is bound to have an impact. The identity-impact of this
information may be affirming (as when there is a way to establish
some kind of continuity), or it may be exceedingly disruptive and
seriously threatening to the self.

An individual who consents to genetic ancestry tracing may
identify an African ancestry of which s/he can be proud. Alter-
natively, s/he may discover a European ancestry, which would not
be surprising given the past sexual practices of some white slave
owners. In either case, it is likely that the information provided
will shape or re-shape a particular stakeholder identity. And, in
any particular case, one can imagine that the information could
prove to be empowering, or it could simply add to the legacy of
hatred, alienation and distrust. In the end, each individual will
find a way to story the information.

. . . the stories that people tell about themselves, reflect
people’s experience, as they see it and as they wish to have
others see it . . . [N]arratives are a way to articulate and resolve
core, universal problems and a way to avoid or heal biographi-
cal discontinuities. Through stories people organize, display,
and work through their experiences.12

For many of us, these experiences will include genetic testing
whether for therapeutic, research, enhancement, genealogical, or
other purposes. The disruptive power of such testing is already
evident with the ‘diagnosis’ of a genetic predisposition to a par-
ticular disease; the in utero diagnosis of a foetal anomaly; the dis-
closure of results from paternity testing; and the personal and
familial sequelae of quests for birth parents (especially where
these parents have no desire to be found). I suspect that genetic
ancestry tracing will have a similarly disruptive power.

SOME FINAL THOUGHTS

In closing, I want to reassert my view that our racial identity is not
in our genes, but in the world in which we live and in the stories
we choose to construct and are able to sustain. In fact, it is only
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because identities are constructed that we can conceive of ways in
which genetic information can affect an individual’s personal
sense of self and belonging, as when the information confirms or
contests a key feature(s) of one’s identity.

When I think back on the conference on African genealogy and
genetics and wonder about my own silence (especially given my
generally confident and forceful personality), I am reminded of
what I already know – race just is particularly complicated in 
the US. In writing this paper, I have stopped to wonder if I would
have been silent had the conference been held in Canada where
the history of race relations is so different. This is not to deny
Canada’s shameful past as regards race relations; but Canada does
not have a history of slavery and civil war. Upon reflection, I think
geography mattered (and matters) and this again tells us how
much our context, our lived experiences and our stories have 
to do with who we are and how we construct and maintain our
identity.
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